
 

©2020 The Presbyterian Church of Okemos. All rights reserved. 

LIVING IN A MESSY WORLD 
 

Rev. Peggy Casteel-Huston 
Sept 27, 2020 
Matthew 21: 23-32  

23 When (Jesus) entered the temple, the 

chief priests and the elders of the people 

came to him as he was teaching, and said, 

“By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you 

this authority?” 24 Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one 

question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by 

what authority I do these things. 25 Did the baptism of John come 

from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with 

one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why 

then did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ 

we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” So 

they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, 

“Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 

The Parable of the Two Sons 

28 “What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first 

and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29 He 

answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and 

went. 30 The father went to the second and said the same; and he 

answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. 31 Which of the two did 

the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, 

“Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going 

into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 For John came to you in 

the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you 

saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him. 

This is the word of the Lord. 
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There are some weeks when I find sermons hard to preach.  Not 
because I can’t find enough information or have nothing to say 
but because what scripture is saying challenges me because I see 
people hurting over this topic.  That is the case this week for me. 

 “By what authority are you doing these things? And who gave 
you this authority?” 

The question of the chief priests and the elders had me thinking 
all week about authority.  It made me question who I gave 
authority to and what having authority means to me. What I am 

learning is that authority has deep roots in me.  Perhaps it does 
in you as well. 

I may have shared with you before that I am a police officer’s 
child.  Born in the 50’s, raised in the 60’s and 70’s, I had a strong 
sense of authority.  Church was important, family was everything 
and from a young age I knew who the authority figures in my life 
were:  parents, teachers, school principals, grandparents, Sunday 
School teachers, pastors, Mayors, policemen, you get the idea. 

I have a very distinct memory of the first time when I witnessed 
authority being challenged.  It was in grade school.  I probably 
was only in the 2nd grade.  I had gone to my locker to retrieve 
something and saw the principal of the school scolding a child in 
the hallway when, suddenly, the child looked up and spit in the 
principal’s face.  Even at that age I remember that incident.  That 
principal was the authority in our school whom the student had 
just spit on.  For me that student didn’t just spit on the principal, 
that student spit in the face of authority. 

Isn’t that what we are experiencing today?  It breaks my heart to 
see authority misused, trust that was given to us as elders or 
pastors, police officers or politicians, leaders who we trust to use 
their authority well – spit on the authority entrusted to them.   

I have so many great memories of my dad as a police officer and 
I have a lot of great memories of him watching him use his 
authority to help people.  I remember a trip that my family took 
across Lake Michigan in a boat that carried people and cars.  As 
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we went downstairs to get into our cars, there was a little child 
who had gotten separated from his parents and he was yelling for 
them.  Our car was going to be one of the first cars off so my 
father retrieved the child, put him into our car, drove off the 
boat, pulled over to the side, put the child up on his shoulders so 
that every car pulling off the boat could see the child.  It wasn’t 
long before a car stopped, an anxious mother jumped out and 
retrieved the child.  My father saw himself beyond just a police 
officer in our town, he saw himself as a servant of the 
community. 

I know it is the reason that when I see images of police officers 
with their knees on the necks of citizens who are pleading to 
breath – it hurts.  It feels as if those officers just spit on the 
authority entrusted to them to protect and serve. 

I know it is the reason that when I hear our President who is 
given the authority to look out for the best interests of our 
country and society as a whole say things that are hurtful, 
disrespectful and call into question the process of our democracy 

– I feel as if he is betraying the authority entrusted to him by our 
forefathers.  So that you know I am not trying to be political, I 
hear the leaders of the congress not respectful of the authority 
they have been given either. 

I know when elders, pastors and leaders in the church betray the 
authority given to them by the voice of the church by betraying 
trust or abusing their power in any way so that the followers and 
members of the church get injured, then we have betrayed the 
authority given to us by Jesus Himself to “make disciples, baptize 

and teach” and have succumbed to our own ways of being 
instead.  

“By what authority are you doing these things? And who gave you 
this authority?” 
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In our text we find the chief priests and elders questioning Jesus 
authority in the Temple.  For the Jewish people, the temple IS the 
specific place of the divine presence.  In Johannine form, the 
temple is even more personal; it is the house of the Father and 
the locus of the shekinah (she KI nah) of God that sanctified 
everything in it.  For the Jews, the Temple itself is symbolic of 
authority and power of God among the people.  What Jesus is 
trying to get these chief priests and elders to believe is that the 
omnipotent God of the universe in Christ has all authority over 
heaven and earth and Christ Himself IS the authority.  

Like the chief priests and the elders, we too have wanted to 
question others asking, “by what authority are you doing these 
things? And who gave you this authority?”  Who told you that 
stepping on someone’s neck until they stop breathing is okay; 
who told you that you could use your position of power in this 
way; how did we fail you in preparing you to be leaders of the 
church that you are not understanding the authority you have? 

Then we must also ask – “who are we the authority for and how 

do we use our authority?” 

In the case of the question of Jesus’ authority, as Christians, this 
is easily answered.  Jesus’ authority lies in the fact that He is God 
Incarnate, God made flesh, the Son of the Almighty, Savior and 
Redeemer.  As Christians, we would never think to question the 
authority of Jesus as it was and continues to be God’s own 
authority speaking.   

But to the chief priests and the elders (with no belief that He is 

God’s Son), this man Jesus was claiming an authority they did not 

believe He had.  They had a different mindset.  They lived in the 

mindset of the Jewish priestly system (how they were raised and 

taught).  After all it was God Himself who established the 

priesthood after the children of Israel left Egypt during the 

Exodus.  Hadn’t the Lord set apart the entire tribe of Levi for 

special service?  The chief priests and elders saw themselves as 

working with God’s authority and held the authority given to 
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them by God.  For them, this guy Jesus was calling their authority 

into question and what we can see from our perspective is that 

Jesus was calling their authority into question for very - - good - -  

reasons.  Jesus saw an abuse of power and an abuse of people 

right in His God’s house.  What Jesus saw was their rejection of 

John the Baptist’s call for repentance.   

When Jesus asks the question, “what does a person following the 

authority of God look like?”  The chief priests and elders 

answered, “people following the authority of God look like the 

first son in the parable Jesus told who said he wouldn’t go into 

the vineyard but later then went”.  They were right.  Many people 

have repented of their own ways and then sought to follow God 

after initially refusing to open our hearts to God.  The act of 

repentance is what Jesus calls us to especially when we fall or fail 

in the authority given to us.   

I believe the chief priest and the elders were clueless to what 

Jesus was asking them to do which was to use their priestly God 

given authority to influence others for the kingdom. 

 

Listen friends, this question of authority isn’t just tough for the 

chief priests and elders of Jesus day.  It is tough for us.  I 

personally am part of a generation that was raised to think that 

you didn’t question the authority of people in places of power, 

whether it was at school, at church, or in systems of government.   

My generation and others have learned that this idea that you 

don’t question authority can lead to abuse.  You can probably 

think with me of the many ways that authority unquestioned led 

to abuse. 

I can remember instances in the 70’s where authority was being 

questioned all over the place.  I lived in the time where people 

protested America’s involvement in the Vietnam War.  Some 

people said that those who questioned authority were traitors to 
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our country while others said they were speaking a truth we 

needed to hear.  Even today some people see what the NFL 

players are doing during the national anthem as a disrespect of 

our flag and our country while others are saying I see something 

more being expressed a desire that our leaders will work together 

in ways that show we ARE a UNITED States of America.  I am 

sure that when Jesus cleansed the Temple there were some that 

said the Temple is being disrespected and perhaps others said I 

see the abuse taking place in God’s house too. 

The just use of authority friends is a significant issue and will 

continue to be because we live in a messy world.  

In my own reflection, I came back to my own earlier question of 

how pastors use their authority.  I began to realize that authority 

is a gift from God but this gift as with any gift we are given from 

God can be abused - - - that is where the temptation lies. 

When have you witnessed someone using their authority wrongly, 

what do you do?  This is where we can put the practical 

application of last weeks’ sermon into play.  We talk to people, 

trusting that they will hear us.  If need be, we need to ask 

someone to go with us.  We should tell it to the church.  For me 

this week, for the first time, I am going to sit down and write to 

some senators and congress men and women and tell them how I 

am counting on them to use their authority well.  I continue to 

pray for police officers who mostly are like my dad and 

understand that they are there to protect everyone – to serve 

everyone and I do understand what a tough job they have. 

“By what authority are you doing these things? And who gave you 
this authority?” 

How are you using your own God given authority? Let us pray: 

Holy God, Father of all nations and all peoples, we see so much 

evidence all around us of people not using their authority well 

that can lead to abuse and certainly hurts others who are Your 
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children too.  We ask that You help us to use our authority well 

and to seek the repentance that John taught when we fail.  We 

pray that You will raise up leaders in our country as well as in 

other countries that use the authority granted to them with 

integrity, dignity and a knowledge of how people who are more 

vulnerable depend on them.  Amen  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


